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Decentralising Government and De-centering Gender: Lessons from Local

Government Reform in South Africa
Introduction
Localisation and decentralisation are often presented as good for women, particularly when they are linked to democratisation. However, local government can often prove to be an ambiguous arena for state society relations. It is that part of the state closest to people and as such has the potential to engage more effectively with women and to address their interests. Nevertheless, however circumscribed, competing interests remain clustered around power and resources at local government level in ways that exclude women. Informal systems and relationships cut across local governance, limiting the space for women's participation and for taking up issues important to them. When the impulse for decentralisation is efficiency rather than equity, gender interests are less likely to be addressed. These conclusions are drawn from a study of local government reform and decentralisation in South Africa following the first national non-racial democratic elections in 1994.
Since South Africa's transition to a liberal democracy, government efforts to advance gender equity have been held up as a beacon of good practice across the world.
However, experience of democratic reform has demonstrated that local government poses particular challenges for advancing gender equity in policy and increasing women's representation in politics. It was at local level that women in civil society organised most vigorously and effectively during certain moments of opportunity during the anti-apartheid struggle. However, this has been difficult to sustain in the post-apartheid era and the article seeks to explain why. Two sets of issues are particularly highlighted. The first relates to the entrenchment of local relationships and power structures, particularly traditional authorities and their role in the conduct of local governance. The second relates to the nature of decentralisation in South Africa and the fact that policies addressing women's gender interests, developed in the early 1990s on the assumption of a strongly egalitarian and interventionist state, are at odds with the neo-liberal framework that has characterised decentralisation policy in South Africa since the late 1990s. Both sets of issues are closely related to a development agenda that is being pursued largely at the expense of an engendered local democracy. Given the careful attention paid to women's representation in terms of national structures and policy, this article considers why the egalitarian and participatory model adopted at national level has not taken root in local governance.
On the contrary, local government seems to be more responsive to the interests of conservative groups. Second, it is characterised by the model of a contracting state that is more likely to pursue partnership with private firms and developers than with citizens, and this at the expense of a thoroughly democratic form of decentralisation.
Problems of engendering local governance lie not only with the state. Women's participation and representation in organisations within society is by no means guaranteed. While women in community and local level organisations mobilised vigorously and effectively at certain opportune moments during the anti-apartheid struggle, this has been difficult to sustain in the post-apartheid era. This is despite the fact that women are galvanised by the delivery of local services important to them and other issues falling within the remit of local government. Here problems of joining up and scaling up diverse activities at community level pertain, as does the tendency of broad-scale social movements to capitalise on women's organisation without addressing their gender interests. Critically drawing on the South African experience, the analysis points to some of the paradoxes for women of decentralisation policies and how contrary to conventional thinking, women face greater obstacles to political engagement at the local than the national level.
Decentralisation and Engendering Democracy
From the mid-1980s countries throughout the world began experimenting with some form of decentralisation, early examples in sub-Saharan Africa being Ghana, Nigeria, Tanzania and Zambia. 1 By the mid-1990s, 80 per cent of countries, all with very different political dispensations, were engaged in some form of decentralisation 2 Whether understood in an administrative sense, 3 as a policy framework 'in which public goods and services are provided primarily through the revealed preferences of individuals by market mechanisms' 4 or in relation to an explicit democratising function 5 decentralisation has become one of the core components of political conditionality in international development cooperation. 6 While the decentralisation agenda has been heavily donor-driven, disenchantment with bloated central bureaucracies and kleptocratic national states has not been confined to international development agencies. Democrats have also turned to decentralisation as a favoured as a mechanism for improving accountability and transparency and state society relations. 7 In other words, strengthening local government has been justified both as a means of making government more efficient and effective (weak decentralisation) and as a way of increasing democratic participation (strong decentralisation).
Decentralisation nevertheless has its sceptics. Heller points out that there are no a priori reasons why more localized forms of governance are necessarily democratic and suggests that under some contexts decentralised authority can be quite pernicious. 8 The most obvious example of this is indirect rule under colonialism, when local despots in the service of an imperial power exercised decentralized authority. This is pertinent to the contemporary South African situation where it can be argued that traditional authorities are providing local government on the cheap on behalf of central government in a system that shares some parallels with indirect rule.
Localised forms of governance have the potential for elite capture, can tend towards pork-barrel politics and offer no improvement on central government when bureaucratic control is unreasonable. More immediately, when decentralisation is accompanied by policies promoting the marketization of public services this leads to problems of affordability for low-income people and in turn local government is often deprived of the human or financial resources to cope with the demands made upon it by decentralisation. 9 In the event, it has been argued that there is little empirical evidence to support or refute the efficacy of decentralisation. 10 As with decentralisation, the term governance can be used in either a technical or political sense. At its simplest it refers to the relationship between government and citizen but there are two ways in which the concept is used to describe this relationship. The first understands governance as sound administration and management of public resources, weak governance if you will. The second and broader definition sees governance not so much as a set of functions as an expression of power between state and civil society, understood as two sides of the same coin, Women also have important and unique contributions to make to the development and appropriate management of these services. They must be fully part of the local democratic system and have full access to the decision making structure. Until the interests of women have been represented at the local level, the system is not fully democratic.
The reasons why local politics are thought to be easier for women are well rehearsed.
Evertzen sites then as follows: 13 … because eligibility criteria for the local level are less stringent, and local government is the closest to the women's sphere of life, and easier to combine with rearing children. It can be the first level that women can break into and as such it may serve as a springboard to national politics, by developing capacities and gaining experiences. Likewise local politics can be more interesting to women as they are well acquainted with their community, being the major users of space and services in the local community (water, electricity, waste disposal, health clinics, and other social services). They also participate actively in organisations in their neighbourhood, and it's easier to involve these organisations in formal political decision making at the local level.
These same factors have been marshalled in support of decentralisation as a route towards enhancing gender equity. For example, there are expectations that decentralisation will make service delivery more gender sensitive through the proximity of locally elected representatives to their constituents. The latter in turn is thought to ensure better understanding of the gender dimensions of service requirements and community needs. Efficiency arguments also point to the efficacy of women's community level engagement, where their contribution is seen as an asset in ensuring effective local planning and management.
While the ideal of democratic decentralisation does hold out promise to women, ideal conditions rarely prevail. Manor has pointed out that the limited evidence available on the impact of democratic decentralisation on women 'offers only modest encouragement' as prejudices against women are often more strongly held at local than at higher levels. 14 One of the reasons for the disappointment of local government for women is that it is particularly responsive to informal institutions, systems and relations of power, rather than formal rules and procedures. This serves to advantage men because women's historical exclusion from local government means that they do not have access to the same kinds of networks and are less experienced and adept than men at developing them. Thus one of the reasons advanced as to why local government is less productive for advancing women's rights than is often expected is because the informal institutions in which local governments are often embedded are hostile to women. This is demonstrated and confirmed by the experience of South Africa particularly in relation to traditional authority systems, which remain deeply antithetical towards women and yet are centrally implicated in the exercise of local governance.
Local Government Reform in South Africa
The end of apartheid changed the face of South African local government irrevocably.
However, democratising sub-national tiers of government was bound to be awkward given South Africa's history as a country divided spatially along racial and ethnic lines and the fact that these divisions were most obviously and keenly felt at local level. At the time of the negotiated settlement in South Africa the attention of all parties was firmly focused on control of the central state and the nature of provincial government so that local government was at first neglected. 19 Although presented as a technical exercise, the demarcation process was also an intensely political one. Concerned in part with overcoming the legacies of apartheid planning and racially skewed resource distribution, it brought the ruling party into contestation with traditional leaders who saw the process as disregarding the boundaries of traditional authority areas in a process that reduced the number of municipalities from 843 to 284. 20 The third stage Act provided little guidance on how local government councils in rural areas should be constituted and it was left to provincial government to decide on the form rural local government should take. The result was that traditional leaders were able to entrench their powers over a relatively lengthy period of transition and this was to bode ill for women's representation and influence over the longer term.
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Women and Local Government in South Africa
Shortly after coming to power in 1994 the ruling African National Congress adopted a non-sexist constitution and a strategy for setting in place South Africa's celebrated national machinery for advancing gender equality. 22 This placed South Africa at the cutting edge of experience in state initiated gender policies and structures. 23 As a result South Africa is heralded internationally as having one of the most progressive policy frameworks for improving the condition and representation of women. 24 Nevertheless, South Africa's structures and processes for achieving gender equity still merit critical scrutiny particularly when viewed from the bottom up. 25 During the early transitional period government strategies in relation to women's representation in politics were sorely neglectful of the local level. 26 One factor inhibiting women from taking their rightful place in a process of democratic consolidation has been a preoccupation with technocratic structures and procedures for engendering governance. According to Manicom this has served to depoliticise the goal of a nonsexist democracy:
There is no question that this 'gender offensive' has resulted in a profound shift in the norms, structures, and practices of national and supranational institutions of governance. But there are questions about the application of 'gender' in governance …. Systematic 'engendering' risks standing in for feminist/gender activism. 27 Moreover, as transition loomed activists turned to electoral strategies to advance the position of women and inevitably began focusing at the national level. councillors. 30 One crucial explanatory factor was that by the time of the second local government elections proportional representation was matched by a ward system on a fifty-fifty basis at local level, 31 changing the gender balance of local councillors.
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The Municipal Structures Act of 1998, which included guidelines stating that 'every party must seek to ensure that 50 per cent of the candidates on the party list are women and that women and men candidates are evenly distributed through the list', largely promoted this. 33 Legislation also provided that there should be equal representation between women and men on the Ward Committees, something fought for by the Gender Advocacy Programme among others and rightly considered to be a significant victory at the time. While these were guidelines rather than statutory requirement the African National Congress nevertheless increased its quota of women to 46 per cent at local level. 34 Significantly, a number of the increased proportion of women local councillors were elected as ward candidates and did not only enter local government through the proportional representation system, showing that women political representatives are coming to be accepted at local level in South Africa although performance across the country was patchy.
The deficiencies of the ward system for women were particularly apparent in the statistics for KwaZulu-Natal where traditional authorities remain strong. Here, while 34.3 per cent of seats for women were achieved through the party list women occupied only 12 per cent of ward seats. 35 Although the proportional representation system works in favour of women, a mature democracy should be able to field elected women candidates at ward level as well. After all, being accountable to a generic constituency of women 'out there' is different from being directly accountable to actual women constituents on the ground. In this the local level is in advance of other tiers of government in terms of ensuring women's real political presence. The ward committees are also proving to be a key route for civil society participation, alongside considerable increases in women's representation. A critical question is the extent to which this translates into a system of engendered democratic decentralisation in which gender interests are addressed.
Weak and Strong Decentralisation in South Africa
In 1998 the Local Government White Paper advanced the concept of 'developmental local government' and determined that municipalities pursue integrated development planning in a context of inter-sectoral partnerships that required the active involvement of communities, alongside other vested interest groups, through both public and private investment. 36 1 From the outset the African National Congress saw developmental local government as a vehicle for national development. Local government was given constitutional protection alongside a constitutional claim to the powers necessary to provide services for its residents, including fiscal capability.
While provincial government is financed mainly through transfers from the centre, local government is responsible for raising over 90 per cent of its own revenue.
Local governments have a number of sources of revenue, the main ones being rates on property and surcharges on fees for services provided by or on behalf of the municipality. Other sources of revenue are allowed but explicitly exclude income tax, value-added tax, general sales tax and customs duties. 37 Although decentralisation has meant that local government is responsible for some basic service delivery, this is also the responsibility of both provincial and local governments, with local government as the junior partner in the intergovernmental fiscal system. 38 However, there is considerable variation between at one end of the spectrum the large metropolitan municipalities that achieve a level of financial autonomy and at the other, small rural councils with scant fiscal capacity and a heavy dependence on national government transfers through a system known as the 'equitable share'. This has to temper the view that the relative financial autonomy of local government is an indicator of strong decentralisation. National government became enchanted with the managerial potential of decentralisation, giving rise to a plethora of technocratic procedures that were institutionalised without sufficiently sustained attention being paid to local level representation and participation. Moreover, as McDonald and Pape have argued, decentralisation was accompanied by cutbacks in central government allocation to local authorities, rendering the market logic more pressing. 39 If developmental local government simply means central government shifting responsibility for service delivery to the local level through a series of unfunded mandates, decentralisation in South Africa can be characterised as weak.
Following the April 2004 national elections the government signalled a shift towards increased pro-poor spending given that the macro-economy had now been stabilised.
However, limited resources and expanded responsibilities of local government for service delivery have made cost recovery almost inevitable. The impact on many poor urban residents has been devastating. Cut-offs have been employed both in respect of individual households that cannot afford services and as a more widespread strategy to punish whole communities for non-payment. In some cases this has even extended to service providers ripping out infrastructure. 40 Under such circumstances not only are decentralisation strategies potentially dangerous for local governments, with their constitutional responsibility for the social and economic development of communities, but also for communities and citizens.
There is another side to developmental local government that points towards democratic decentralisation, that being constitutional commitment to popular participation in local government, including women as a distinct constituency. Local authorities are required to undertake medium-term Integrated Development Plans that are linked to municipal responsibilities and budgets and that should reflect priorities identified by communities. There have been problems related to implementation. For example, those who have been around longer often exclude newcomers to an area and despite initial energy during the first round both officials and community representatives subsequently tired in what is a time-consuming exercise. 41 Even in an assessment of the first Integrated Development Plans, the city of Johannesburg stated that 'incorporating residents' contributions to policy, programmes and projects is far from satisfactory'. 42 Another problem with integrated development planning is that municipalities find it difficult to incorporate the multiple and often contradictory views that citizens express.
Early experiences show that gender issues tended to get lost as multiple local priorities were aggregated upwards into a plan. For this not to happen requires something of a 'technical fix' in that capacity within local authorities needs to be Women's advocacy in relation to local government in South Africa has been very influenced by debates on the politics of collective consumption. 47 This has manifested itself in a preference for organised struggles around housing and living conditions, infrastructure and services, hardly surprising given that this approach influenced much of the early gender and development literature focused on local and urban development more generally and reflected the real concerns of many disadvantaged women. 48 This influence can be seen in early 49 and more recent thinking 50 about gender and local development in South Africa. Here, given the obviously superior investment in infrastructure and services in former white middle class areas and the equally obvious need to extend delivery by investing in former black townships and informal settlements, it was to be expected that infrastructure and services would be a critical focus in the post-apartheid era. By continuing to press for affordable housing, sanitation, waste collection and water and electricity connections, contemporary civic organisations explicitly inserted a distributive agenda into local politics, to some effect. and almost half a million houses built in the apartheid era were transferred to their occupants through a discount benefit scheme. Almost half of all subsidies approved were granted to women. 53 Nevertheless, some local authorities have met the challenges of poverty reduction and service delivery better than others and there are significant differences between rural and urban areas, as well as across different services and different levels of service. Moreover, although the number of serviced households has increased across the board, access to some services and levels of services has declined in absolute terms. This is usually in cities with the fastest growth in population and in the number of households, where municipalities have found it difficult to keep pace with need. 54 In terms of the impact on women, in its review of the first ten years of democracy the South African Government had to admit that 'Housing, land redistribution and other services … show significant improvements in gender bias, although the majority still go to male-headed households'. 55 Moreover, managerial decentralisation has put local government in the unique position of what Samson calls 'dumping on women'. 56 The implications of inadequate services for women are considerable. When a household's services are cut off because of non-payment it is women of the household who have to cope with the consequences. When services are shared in common, for example communal taps or toilets, it is usually women who take responsibility for their maintenance and cleaning. Indeed, in Johannesburg it was found that struggles over shared services proved to be the single most important factor in propelling people out of accommodation in backyard shacks in formal township houses and into the more difficult physical conditions of informal settlements. 57 Moreover, research in a Durban informal settlement suggests that the importance of formal housing in wellserviced areas as a means towards alleviating the burden of domestic chores cannot be over-estimated. linked these to issues of the pernicious gender division of labour.' 59 The major difference between local organization during the apartheid era and transition and the situation since is that in the earlier period there was the hope and expectation that women's involvement and organization could be scaled up and that it would amount to something for women. This is no longer the case as Hassim has pointed out: Moesoetsa confirms that women continue to be organised at community level and that they are animated by issues related to service delivery. 61 She paints a bleak picture of poverty and unemployment driving people into the confines of the home where they rely only on family support and reciprocity within the confines of small and trusted social networks. However, she points to important sites of collective action, such as church groups, savings clubs and burial societies 62 This does not imply a separate budget for women but rather the political will to disaggregate expenditure according to its differential impact on women and men. 65 In South Africa as elsewhere, gender analysis of local government budgets is not as advanced as efforts at the national level. However, in the halcyon days of gender budgeting, women organising around local government issues in South Africa teamed up with the Women's Budget Initiative in their watchdog role. 66 As Hassim has pointed out:
The project had real possibilities to raise fundamental questions about spending priorities and to highlight the ways in which women were benefiting (or not) from particular policy approaches. However, within a few years the Ministry of Finance, which had initially embraced the Women's Budget
Initiative, downgraded the project and it is now virtually moribund at the national level. 67 She is swift to point out that this conclusion should not be read as meaning that engaging the state is misguided but rather to consider how the state should be engaged and how to build a grassroots women's movement that is sufficiently mobilised to support a critical engagement with the state. In the meantime she stresses the importance of consolidating the political gains made for women at the national level.
If this strategy is to be paralleled at the local level then the issue of taxation is one that needs to be persistently pursued, not least on the grounds that as payers of rates and service charges, women have a right to make demands on local governments and to hold them accountable. Some progress has been made in South Africa towards raising awareness about the impact of local government revenue and expenditure on women.
This has involved informing women about local government expenditures and revenues and advocating on resource allocations that promote gender equality. 68 The focus on local government budgets has had an interesting impact on gender budgeting itself, shifting the bias on expenditure towards greater concentration on how revenue is raised. Budlender has argued that not only are the revenue sources of local government more diverse than for national or provincial government -including alongside inter-governmental transfers, property taxes, licence fees, tariffs for services and user charges for basic services -but also they can have a particularly adverse affect on women. 69 This is the case, for example with user charges, which often become women's responsibility within households. Coopoo notes in the case of South African local government that user charges account for over half of operating budget income, although as with all sources of revenue there are enormous differences between municipalities. 70 If local authorities are primarily dependent on cost recovery as a revenue source then problems are likely to get worse rather than better for lowincome women.
There are also more informal areas of local revenue collection that particularly affect low-income women. In urban areas there are licences and site fees for street traders, which Skinner notes in respect of women street traders in Durban, constitute a significant proportion of most traders' incomes even if they seem low in absolute terms. 71 Coopoo highlights the range of local taxes that poor women and men have to pay in rural areas, including in some parts of KwaZulu-Natal where a compulsory levy is paid to the king, often without understanding why or ever seeing any benefit.
In urban areas in South Africa, women are more likely to be seen as taxpayers and to see themselves as such and here the role of civil society organisations such as the Gender Advocacy Programme and women's initiatives such as the Women's Budget
Initiative have been important. In rural areas the challenge is greater. Customary law and traditional practice has not seen women as taxpayers in their own right and efforts on behalf of or by women to ensure that revenue streams are collected and spent efficiently, equitably and in gender sensitive ways proves to be that much more difficult.
In evaluating whether localisation and decentralisation are good for women, the evidence is mixed. Clearly, the key route for civil society participation is through the ward committees and interestingly this is the forum that has seen considerably increases in women's representation, particularly in urban areas. Its direct interface with the community puts Local Government in a unique position to understand the contextual dynamics that shape and regulate women's lives. Through its location Local Government has the potential to contribute to greater gender equity. 84 On the contrary, to the insult of a desultory performance in ensuring rural women's representation in local government has been added the injury of reducing their influence on the institutions that stand between them and access to critical resources such as land. Women's access to resources remains elusive and is prevented above all by that level of government that is 'closest to the people'.
Conclusions
Local government is the tier of government closest to civil society and as such really does hold opportunities for locally organised women. However, the co-location of government and civil society organisations at the local level can lead to ambiguous outcomes, with access to resources and decision-making being retained by existing At present, Manor's assessment in relation to India that decentralisation 'offers only modest encouragement' to women appears as much the case for South Africa. 85 As such, decentralisation and local government remain a real litmus test of South Africa's ability to engender its new democracy.
